Western Oregon University

Digital Commons@WOU
Academic Excellence Showcase Proceedings

Student Scholarship

2018-06-01

How Water Affects the Rate of Soft Tissue
Decomposition
Nathaniel Medeiros
Western Oregon University, nmedeiros12@mail.wou.edu

Haliegh Nagle
Western Oregon University, hnagle17@mail.wou.edu

Trey Morgan
Western Oregon University, tmorgan17@mail.wou.edu

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.wou.edu/aes
Part of the Criminology and Criminal Justice Commons
Recommended Citation
Medeiros, Nathaniel; Nagle, Haliegh; and Morgan, Trey, "How Water Affects the Rate of Soft Tissue Decomposition" (2018).
Academic Excellence Showcase Proceedings. 129.
https://digitalcommons.wou.edu/aes/129

This Poster is brought to you for free and open access by the Student Scholarship at Digital Commons@WOU. It has been accepted for inclusion in
Academic Excellence Showcase Proceedings by an authorized administrator of Digital Commons@WOU. For more information, please contact
digitalcommons@wou.edu, kundas@mail.wou.edu, bakersc@mail.wou.edu.

How Water Affects The Rate Of Soft Tissue
Decomposition
Nathaniel Medeiros, Haliegh Nagle, Trey Morgan | Western Oregon University

Abstract
The rate of soft tissue decomposition is greatly affected by
being submerged in water. The purpose of this research is
to examine how water affects the rate of soft tissue
decomposition. More specifically we will document
differences between how pool water (containing chlorine),
lake water, and salt water affect the rate of decomposition
differently by submerging one domestic pig rib in each
water source for an equal amount of time. One pig rib will
be kept out of water to serve as the control for the
experiment. We will be documenting the decompositional
changes for each rib every week. Previous research
suggests that just being in water, as opposed to buried in
soil, alters the rate of decomposition because it allows for
articulating joints to move in three dimensions. We want to
investigate this further to see if different kinds of water will
either speed up the rate of decomposition or slow it down.

Results
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Introduction
When arriving at the disposal site of a body it is crucial that
you are able to determine how long the body has been there.
In order to do that you may need to consider the external
factors present. In this project we are aiming to determine first
whether or not water will affect the rate of soft tissue
decomposition, and second, what kind of water affects the
rate of soft tissue decomposition the most. We will submerge
three different rib segments into three different kinds of water
(pool water containing chlorine, salt water from the ocean, and
river water). We will then record the rates of decomposition
each week. The literature says that from past experiments you
can see a clear difference in rate of decomposition between a
body part containing hard tissue (head) and soft tissue like the
heart or liver (Marco 2016). Our working hypothesis is that the
salt water will cause an acceleration in soft tissue
decomposition.

During our three weeks of observations, we
found there to be little difference between
the submerged fresh water, salt water, and
pool water specimens. Their decomposition
progressed at the same rate, illustrated in
the images to the left. Each of the
submerged specimens went through
similar stages, starting off red and then
blanching as their myoglobin leaked into
the surrounding water, tinting it red by the
first week. It continued oxidizing and by the
second week the water had shifted to
brown and tinted the specimens a light
brown as well (Lawrie 1998). While they
appeared to decompose at a faster rate
than our control specimen, examining the
decomposition rate based exclusively on
type of water that the remains are
submerged in seems to be ineffective as a
short- (0-3 days) and mid- (3-30 days)
range method of estimating time since
death.

Conclusion
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Methods
Domestic pig (Sus scrofa) ribs were acquired from a local deli. Unable to find
them with skin, we had to use those without. They were divided into four
segments and placed into plastic containers, one by itself to serve as a
control specimen, while the others were completely submerged in one gallon
of either ocean water, river water, or pool water. Each specimen was covered
but kept outside to allow for day-to-day changes in weather and temperature.
Temperatures were varied, ranging from approximately 50-86° Fahrenheit
(10-30° Celsius). Specimens were examined and photographed before
submersion, and then weekly.

It is a well-known fact that water greatly affects
the rate of soft tissue decomposition. The
purpose of this experiment was to test which kind
of water had the greatest effect on the rate of soft
tissue decomposition. Our original idea was that
salt water was going to have the greatest effect
on the decompositional rate, and although that
may still be true we were unable to observe that
because of the limited amount of time we had.
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